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Abstract
This study examines the utilization of higher education live mascot programs from a
crisis communication perspective during the Fall 2020 semester amidst the dynamic contextual
backdrop of COVID-19. Pulling from theories of relationship marketing and risk management,
this research uncovers several best practices for mascot crisis communication including serving
as a voice of empathy and as an ambassador for best practices. By looking specifically at Butler
University’s live mascot program, this case study analyzed university social media, interviews
and artifacts in order to understand how Butler utilized its live mascot program as part of its Fall
2020 semester COVID-19 communication efforts. Based on the findings, the study offers
recommendations for how higher education institutions and brands with live mascots can build
supportive relationships with stakeholders, especially during crisis situations.

Introduction
March 2020: the entire world changed. Students were sent home from universities to
complete the semester remotely from their childhood bedrooms. Offices shut down, restaurants
closed their doors and all of society came to a screeching halt. As the COVID-19 pandemic
stretched on, health experts and individuals alike came to realize that humanity needed to slowly
learn how to live among the virus. For higher education institutions in particular, this represented
an enormous challenge. How could universities offer safe delivery of services while maintaining
a college experience for students? This question forced every college to take on the role of crisis
and risk communicator. For schools with live mascot programs, a unique opportunity presented
itself during crisis to engage with students outside an institutional voice. This study aims to
identify best practices for using a live mascot in higher education institutions during times of
crisis.
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The thesis begins with a review of scholarly literature to examine past use of live
mascots, higher education communication best practices and risk and crisis communication
strategies. The study then moves into data collection and analysis obtained from interviews,
social media and physical artifacts. Finally, the thesis offers recommendations and best practices
moving forward.
Literature Review
Anthropomorphized Brands
Increasingly, the development of higher education institutions as anthropomorphized
brand entities has helped to strengthen relationships between stakeholders and universities
(Rutter, Lettuce, & Nadeau, 2017). Anthropomorphism is defined as ascribing human
characteristics to nonhuman objects (Goldsmith, Sato, Tsuji, & Yoon, 2016).
Anthropomorphized university brands facilitate easier recognition and interaction with publics,
such as prospective and current students, which results in a more emotional connection (Rutter et
al., 2017). Some brands use anthropomorphic brand mascots to serve as powerful creators of
strong emotional relationships and foster brand loyalty with colleges (Bennett & Thompson,
2016; Goldsmith, Sato, Tsuji, & Yoon, 2016). In a 2018 case study by Schultz and Sheffer,
students at a large public university reported a strong relationship between mascot loyalty and
fan identification. Researchers found that fans’ need for affiliation positively influenced
identification with a university. Live mascots strengthen a sense of affiliation, therefore
increasing a sense of belonging to the university (Schultz & Sheffer, 2018).
In a study of the University of Portsmouth’s library mascot, Bennett and Thompson
found anthropomorphic mascots “grab attention, make their associated brands more distinctive
and memorable, and, by virtue of feelings about the mascot transferring to the brand, more
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endearing, likeable, and relatable” (Bennett & Thompson, 2016, p. 225). Mascots build empathy
and trust in brands, specifically in universities, by engaging college students in stories rather than
selling products directly (Bennett & Thompson, 2016). These stories translate into shared
symbols and traditions, which largely influence a college experience (Bolman & Deal, 2013).
Symbols are important in a normal college environment, but they become especially influential
in terms of conflict and risk management (Bolman & Deal, 2013; Bronner, 2012).
Shared symbolic meaning influences conflict management because stakeholders across
an organization are able to identify with these symbols in collective understanding (Bolman &
Deal, 2013). Through symbols such as mascots, universities can invent traditions that foster
shared values and meaning among stakeholders (Bronner, 2012). These invented traditions and
shared symbolic meanings are essential for universities to maintain a common identity during
times of change and crisis because “tradition on campus refers inevitably to connection - to the
past, to people, to place” (Bronner, 2012, p. XIII). Traditions, including college mascots, serve as
drivers for “groupness” and connection to an institution larger than oneself (Bronner, 2012).
Mascots are the symbolic entry point into campus life for many stakeholders, and the
institutional connection to a live mascot in particular opens doors for admission, alumni
engagement and passion for the school (Patterson, 2018). Because of strong foundations
previously built with stakeholders via relationship marketing tactics, live mascots are in a unique
position to engage with current and prospective students with a non-institutionalized, trustworthy
voice (Bennett & Thompson, 2016).
Relationship Marketing in Higher Education
Anthropomorphic mascots exist as one possible relationship marketing strategy for
universities. At its core, relationship marketing acknowledges the importance of establishing and
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maintaining relationships with stakeholders through mutually beneficial exchanges (Gronroos,
1994). Relationship marketing is also referred to as customer relationship management, which
takes a more integrated approach to marketing and views consumer loyalty and retention as
essential for successful business operations (Helgesen, 2008). This type of marketing is essential
for higher education institutions to build and maintain loyalty with stakeholders, specifically
with current and prospective students (e.g. Durkin & McKenna, 2011; Helgesen, 2008; Szekeres,
2010). For universities, loyalty to the brand is acquired when higher education institutions create
continued value over time (Helgesen, 2008). While traditional marketing is more focused on
acquisition, relationship marketing is more concerned with retention and the ongoing creation of
value for stakeholders (Helgesen, 2008).
Closely related to relationship marketing is the theory of organization public relationships
(OPR). OPR is defined as “a state which exists between an organization and its key publics, in
which the actions of either can impact the economic, social, cultural or political well-being of the
other” (Bruning & Ledingham, 1998, p. 62). When organizations and their publics are
interdependent upon one other, organizations must constantly manage these relationships and
their consequences (Hung, 2005). Relationship marketing is concerned with managing these
types of organization public relationships to result in mutual benefit and subsequent consumer
loyalty. Establishing mutual benefit and constantly managing stakeholder relationships is
essential in the increasingly cluttered and confusing higher education market (Rutter et al.,
2017). Universities offer similar programs and benefits, resulting in diminished differentiators to
attract prospective students in the saturated marketplace. Therefore, engaging stakeholders with
relationship marketing techniques and establishing loyalty is essential in the higher education
sphere (Rutter et al., 2017).
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In addition, increasing competition for dwindling student enrollment has forced
universities to develop more distinctive brand identities (Durkin & McKenna, 2011; Szekeres,
2010). Higher education branding is “a manifestation of the institution’s features that distinguish
it from others, reflect its capacity to satisfy students’ needs, engender trust in its ability to deliver
a certain type and level of higher education, and help potential recruits to make wise enrollment
decisions” (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009, p. 85-86). Recently, universities have moved away
from more strategic promotion such as course offerings to more emotional appeals like alumni
stories and open house days (Durkin & McKenna, 2011). Live mascots are another effective
method for developing a unique brand identity (Patterson, 2018).
Surprisingly little academic research has been conducted into the role and impact of live
mascot programs at a university level. Several articles support the importance of relationship
marketing and strong branding for higher education institutions, especially from a recruitment
standpoint (e.g., Durkin & McKenna, 2011; Szekeres, 2010; Temple, 2006). These studies
suggest that consumers of higher education take a more emotionally driven approach to the
college decision-making process rather than a rational one - therefore, emotive branding and
personal connections to prospective students is of increasing marketing and communication
importance. One study specifically looks at the role of anthropomorphized mascots at a
collegiate level and offers greater insight into the strong emotional connections mascots provide
students to their schools (Bennett & Thompson, 2016). This study found that emotional
relationships increase brand loyalty because people empathize with a mascot more easily than a
faceless service, thereby increasing trust in the brand (Bennett & Thompson, 2016). Recent
literature surrounding higher education marketing points to the ever-increasing role of social
media as a means to connect with stakeholders (e.g., Constantinides & Zinck, 2011; Rowan-
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Kenyon et al., 2016). Social media platforms serve as ideal vehicles for relationship marketing
activities due to their interactive abilities (Constantinides & Zinck, 2011). Additionally, social
media has increasingly been utilized in a COVID-19 environment from both students and
faculty/staff as a means of connection, specifically academic communication (Sobaih, Hasanein
& Elnasr, 2020). Because COVID-19 has forced many universities to deliver instruction
remotely instead of in-person, social media has proven to be a valuable tool for sustaining
engagement and fostering connection among university students and staff (Sobaih et al., 2020).
Mascots that are given an anthropomorphic voice on organizational social media
channels and accounts may offer strategic value to an organization’s communication and
marketing efforts by helping facilitate two-way dialogic communication. Dialogic
communication is an outcome of a more interactive Internet, often referred to as Web 2.0, and
specifically applies to the collaborative and conversational interactions achieved over social
media (Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2016). The types of conversational communication made possible
by Web 2.0 support the development of relationships between organizations and stakeholders
(Constantinides & Zinck, 2011). As such, mascots may contribute to the ongoing creation of
value between universities and their publics that is supported by dialogic, relationship-centered
communication techniques (Constantinides & Zinck, 2011; Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2016). Such
dialogic communication may be both strained and increasingly valuable in the current
operational climate.
COVID-19 and Higher Education
The emergence of COVID-19 in early 2020 dramatically impacted the role and function
of higher education institutions. Scholarly literature has just begun addressing the current
COVID-19 crisis from a strategic communication perspective (Piotrowski & King, 2020). Clear
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and effective communication has been identified by the International Association of Universities
as an immediate global challenge following lockdowns, and social media emerged as a
successful method for faculty to maintain contact with students (Marinoni, van’t Land & Jensen,
2020). In times of crisis, Piotrowski and King argue higher education communication must focus
on response and recovery. However, they identify many obstacles facing college-level
institutions including tight budgets, technological infrastructure issues, and lack of faculty
experience to deliver online learning (Piotrowski & King, 2020).
Additionally, many mass media and trade publications have identified large economic,
educational and cultural shifts on college campuses as a result of the pandemic (e.g., DiPietro,
2020; Lederman, 2020; Korn, Polikoff & Silver, 2020; Kim, Krishnan, Law, & Rounsaville,
2020). These shifts include the possibility of drastically decreased enrollment and retention
numbers, unique challenges in delivering a comparable academic and socially satisfying college
experience, and lowered institutional confidence among key stakeholders (Kim, Krishnan, Law,
& Rounsaville, 2020; Lederman, 2020). The balancing act of creating a safe residential
experience while accounting for student mental health coupled with the burdens of online
learning are all prevalent issues facing every American university (DiPietro, 2020; Kim et al.,
2020).
Crisis and Risk Communication
To meet this current moment, relationship marketing tactics have switched into a state of
constant crisis and risk communication (McClure, 2020). Higher education institutions are
finding themselves increasingly playing the role of risk and crisis communicator. A crisis from a
higher education standpoint is defined as “an event, which is often sudden or unexpected, that
disrupts the normal operations of the institution or its educational mission and threatens the well-
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being of personnel, property, financial resources, and/or reputation of the institution" (Zdziarski,
2006, p. 5). Risk communication has traditionally been defined as increasing awareness before a
crisis occurs, while crisis communication centers around communicating during a crisis to
prevent/reduce negative consequences of the crisis (Coombs, 1999; Seeger, 2006). Specifically,
risk communication is intended to mitigate a crisis with more pre-emptive messaging such as
emergency procedures (Moerschell & Novak, 2020). In contrast, crisis communication requires
three functions: instructive information, which informs individuals on how to react in terms of
personal protection; adjusting information, which helps individuals cope with uncertainty; and
internalizing information, which helps an organization manage its reputation (Sturges, 1994).
This framework for understanding crisis communication has been used to analyze modern-day
crises, including British Petroleum’s Facebook response to the 2010 oil spill off the Gulf Coast
(Ye & Ki, 2017).
While literature traditionally views risk and crisis communication as distinct lines of
research, an integrated approach is more effective (Bakker, Kerstholt, & Giebels, 2018). Risk
communication before and during a crisis is found to impact behavior amidst a crisis equally as
much as crisis communication itself (Bakker et al., 2018). Therefore, risk and crisis
communication should be viewed in tandem as essential to producing intended behaviors during
times of uncertainty. That appears to be the case during the current pandemic in which crisis
communication and risk communication are bound up with one another as universities weather
operational crises while communicating about risks that range from health and safety to
academic and fiduciary ones.
No specific research studies were found that focused on university communication
during complex health crises. Several studies have examined higher education crisis
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communication during different types of crises, while other research looks at health crisis
communication but not from a university perspective (e.g., Hong & Kim, 2019; Moerschell &
Novak, 2020; Ozanne, Ballantine, & Mitchell, 2020; Pan & Meng, 2016; Thelen & Robinson,
2019). For higher education institutions specifically, several trends regarding risk and crisis
communication are prevalent. One identified best practice is for institutions to use a
conversational human voice in order to foster high levels of engagement during a crisis, and
social media is the most natural way for organizations to engage in this type of conversational
tone (Hong & Kim, 2019; Ozanne et al., 2020). The importance of relationship building precrisis to develop goodwill among stakeholders is another identified area of successful crisis
management from universities (Moerschell & Novak, 2020). Establishing a reservoir of trust
prior to a crisis situation is essential to maintaining positive relationships with stakeholders
during times of uncertainty (Moerschell & Novak, 2020). Finally, crisis communication from a
university perspective must be dynamic and uniquely tailored to fit the informational needs of
the target audience, most often students (Ozanne et al., 2020).
A plethora of research exists regarding crisis communication theory in general (e.g.
Cheng, 2018). In terms of health crises specifically, Steven Fink’s four stages of a crisis prodromal, crisis breakout, chronic and resolution - are most often used as the framework
through which to view crisis communication (Pan & Meng, 2016). Prodromal is defined as the
pre-crisis stage when hints of a potential crisis begin to emerge; the crisis breakout stage is the
triggering crisis event; the chronic stage is defined as the lingering effects of the crisis; and, the
resolution stage is when it is clear that the crisis no longer poses a concern to stakeholders (Pan
& Meng, 2016). My specific research works to bridge the gap between relationship marketing
and crisis communication for higher education institutions by specifically examining how live
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mascots and their anthropomorphic voices are used to communicate with current and prospective
students during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Given the research preliminarily reviewed above, this paper addresses the following
overarching exploratory research question:
RQ: How, if at all, has Butler University utilized its live mascot program as part of its Fall 2020
semester COVID-19 communication efforts?
Theoretical Framework
Contingency organization public relationship (COPR) will serve as the study’s theoretical
framework used to analyze the study’s data and answer the research question (Cheng, 2018). It
synthesizes organization-public relationship theory and crisis management. COPR theory
addresses the dynamic and ongoing relationships between interdependent organizations and
publics based on the contextual backdrop of a situation, in this case, the COVID-19 pandemic
(e.g. Cheng, 2018; Cheng & Cameron, 2019; Chun-ju, 2005; Hong & Kim, 2019). COPR theory
emphasizes the varying types of relationships present between organizations and stakeholders,
from cooperative and mutually beneficial ones to more conflictual scenarios (Cheng & Cameron,
2019). In a 2019 study by Cheng and Cameron, COPR theory was applied in the context of a
social-mediated crisis in China. Specifically, COPR was used to analyze the dynamic
relationships between the Red Cross of China and its online stakeholders. Using both content
analysis and interviews, the researchers discovered that over a three-year period, the relationship
between the Red Cross of China and social media publics moved from highly conflictual to
neutral to competitive (Cheng & Cameron, 2019). Primarily social mediated interactions
facilitated the shift in relationship types over the three-year period (Cheng & Cameron, 2019).
While this study sheds valuable light on the dynamic nature of stakeholder relationships during a
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crisis, it does not specifically address crisis within a higher education context as this paper seeks
to do.
Cheng emphasizes that the relationship between an organization and its stakeholders
must be the focus of public relations efforts, and communication is the primary tool for
negotiating these important relationships (Cheng, 2018). The end goal is to build and maintain
mutually beneficial relationships among an organization and its publics (Cheng, 2018). By
combining previously separated theories of conflict and relationship management, Cheng
developed the concept of COPR in which both parties manage contingent relationships for their
own benefit (Cheng, 2018).
Traditional organization public relationship theory is defined as “the state that exists
between an organization and its key publics in which the actions of either entity impact the
economic, social, political and/or cultural well-being of the other entity” (Cheng, 2018, p. 122).
The interdependence of organizations and their publics is the cornerstone of OPR theory, and
typically, these interdependent relationships are viewed in terms of mutual benefits (Cheng,
2018). However, COPR theory takes this existing framework a step further and places
interdependent relationships in situations of potential conflict or crisis where mutual benefit may
not always be possible (Cheng, 2018). While relationship marketing and anthropomorphism
assist in understanding university communications’ efforts, COPR theory helps place these same
conceptual phenomena within a crisis setting such as the COVID-19 pandemic. This theory,
grounded in situational contexts instead of prescriptive rules, acts as an ideal framework through
which to examine organization and stakeholder relationships in a period of rapidly changing
circumstances. It will provide a salient lens through which to examine universities’ situationally
based strategic communication using a live mascot in the current COVID-19 crisis.
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Conclusion
This paper specifically seeks to examine university strategic communication efforts
related to COVID-19 that utilize an anthropomorphized live mascot during the Fall 2020
academic semester. COPR theory reinforces the importance of universities continuously
engaging with stakeholders despite dynamic and evolving circumstances (e.g. Cheng &
Cameron, 2019). Live mascots can have a wider social reach and higher levels of engagement
with key publics due to their unique relationship with stakeholders, offering a useful tool for
connecting quickly during a rapidly changing crisis environment, something Austin, Liu and Jin
(2012) stressed in their research on socially-mediated crisis communication. The next section
describes the research method that used to answer the study’s overarching research question.
Method
A qualitative case study was used to examine how Butler University utilized its live
mascot, Butler Blue IV, and mascot brand as part of its COVID-19 communication efforts during
the Fall 2020 academic semester. The benefits of qualitative research include the ability to reveal
descriptive and detailed insights into a context-specific case (e.g., Bent, 2006; Gaya & Smith,
2016; Levenshus, 2010). The context-dependent knowledge obtained from case study research
provides rich information and analysis that can then be transferred to broader cases (Gaya &
Smith, 2016). Using triangulation to compare sources against one another, qualitative case study
research is a valid and reliable means to explore the research question within the defined
boundaries of a case. The unit of analysis in the study is the Butler Blue IV program and brand
housed within Butler University’s Marketing and Communications Office. The study includes a
thematic analysis of all COVID-related communication coming from and relating to Butler Blue
IV from the start of the Fall 2020 academic semester through the last day of finals (August 24-
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December 8, 2020). This timeline best answered the question that focused on the first initial
semester in which the university brought back students for an in-person residential experience.
Universities across the country were trying to manage the highly complex task of balancing
health and safety of students, faculty, staff and the surrounding community amidst a pandemic
while still delivering on institutional promises of residential life and exceptional education
experiences. Therefore, this timeframe represents the period of most acute risk that makes the
examination of the research question valuable. The next section provides more background on
the live mascot program.
About the Case
In 2000, University Relations department representatives convinced Butler officials to
adopt an English bulldog to serve as the official mascot of the university. Thus, the first true
official live mascot for Butler was born, though several dogs, including a 1919 fraternity dog
named “Shimmy,” had served periodically as unofficial mascots throughout previous years. Prior
to Butler Blue IV, three generations of live mascots paved the way for a strong brand identity.
Just one month before the pandemic shut down Butler’s in-residence spring 2020 semester, on
February 29, 2020, Butler Blue IV became the official mascot of Butler during the Changing of
the Collar Ceremony that earned significant news media attention (e.g., WISH Staff, 2020;
WTHR Staff, 2020). Responsibilities of the mascot include: presence at various sporting events,
delivering acceptance letters to prospective students, maintaining a strong presence on social
media channels (Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok and Snapchat) and generally representing
the university. The mascot operates as an integral aspect of the Marketing and Communications
Office, and handlers have always had core roles on the marketing team (Butler University,
2020).
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In a 2020 New York Times article, Evan Krauss, live mascot handler for Butler Blue,
explained the importance of branding a live mascot. “They really bring our institutional brand to
life quite physically: You can touch them and you can feel them and you can get a vibe from
them - it’s usually very happy and fun and loving and warm - and that perception translates to the
institution itself” (Blinder, 2020).
Data Collection
This study involves a thematic analysis of relevant official content from Butler that
utilizes Butler Blue IV, including sources such as official social media channel content,
posters/physical artifacts and website information. The study also uses interviews with the live
mascot handler and other members of Butler’s Marketing and Communication team in order to
gain organizational perspectives to help answer the research question. The Fall 2020 academic
semester required a commitment unlike ever before between universities and internal
stakeholders. Therefore, the boundaries of this specific time frame were chosen to examine this
crucial period of communication efforts. Each data collection method is explored in more detail
below.
Sample
Social Media: As described in the literature review, universities use social media in
unique interactive ways for more dialogic communication. This contrasts to artifacts such as
physical signage and websites, which tend to be more static. Therefore, this study looked at
physical and digital artifacts including Butler Blue IV’s official Instagram (thebutlerblue),
Facebook (The Butler Blue) and Twitter (@TheButlerBlue) channels, as well as institutional
social channels including the Butler University official Instagram, Twitter and Facebook channel
(butleru, @butleru, Butler University), BUBeWell Instagram (bubewell), Student Government

Smith 16
Association Instagram (butlerSGA) and Butler Blue III Instagram, Twitter and Faceook
(butlerblue3, @ButlerBlue3, Butler Blue III). Data was collected from these channels over the
course of the Fall 2020 semester. Content was chosen based on its relevance to COVID-19 -- if a
post mentioned the pandemic, health precautions or any virtual/social distanced event that would
be in person without the pandemic, it was analyzed. Screenshots were taken and stored in a
Google Drive folder for analysis. The number of social posts gathered from each channel is as
follows: 50 Butler Blue IV official posts, 11 Butler University official posts, seven BUBeWell
posts, two Butler Blue III posts and two Student Government Association posts. In total, 72
social media posts related to COVID-19 and the Butler University live mascot program from
Aug. 24-Dec. 8 were analyzed.
Artifacts: To analyze artifacts relating to Butler Blue IV and COVID-19, data was
collected from Butler’s website and physical signage from the university present on campus
(posters, trifolds, graphics, etc.). This category of data was the smallest, with only two messages
analyzed from campus grounds. One message printed on large, standing signs was replicated 10
times across the physical campus grounds. The other message displayed on smaller yard signs
was printed 50 times (Lacheta, personal communication, 3.31.2021). Images of the physical
signage on campus were captured with the researcher’s phone and stored in a Google Drive
folder. While it was sought, no relevant information was found on the Butler University website
related to COVID-19 incorporating Butler Blue. The findings section addresses this lack of use.
Interviews: In order to understand program management and organizational perspectives
and triangulate findings from the data analysis of official content, key personnel related to the
mascot program during Fall 2020 were interviewed. Specifically, the interviewees included Evan
Krauss, Senior Marketing Manager, Michael Kaltenmark, Director of Community and
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Government Relations, and Stephanie Cripe, Associate Vice President of Marketing and
Communications. Interviews lasted around 45-minutes each and were conducted via Zoom and
recorded for transcription purposes. The interviews were held between March 3 and March 22.
IRB-approved interview questions related to key public perception of Butler Blue IV,
engagement with Butler Blue IV and perceived strategic usefulness of the live mascot and his
anthropomorphic voice during the Fall 2020 semester related to COVID-19 communication. A
few example questions were: From a crisis communication perspective, how did you see Blue (as
a live mascot program) utilized during the Fall 2020 academic semester in relation to COVID19? How are you evaluating or assessing the success of your strategic communication efforts
with Blue during the Fall 2020 semester?
Analysis
Social Media: Miles, Huberman and Saldana’s (2014) data analysis approach was used
to conduct a thematic analysis of the collected data. This three-step iterative process includes
data condensation, data display and conclusion drawing. Data was coded toward themes, which
built toward patterns that answered the research question. Codes are defined as prompts for
deeper reflection on the meaning of gathered data (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014.) Data
condensation bulks this data into analyzable units, which can then be used to detect patterns and
draw conclusions (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014). Social media data was analyzed for
patterns such as tone and voice, the type of information communicated, and relational messaging
strategies. Examples of coded themes include various types of risk and crisis communication
such as social distancing and wearing a mask, type of appeal such as pleading or commanding,
image use such as a picture of Blue or a graphic, symbolic roles of Blue, and COPR-defined
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relational voices such as advocacy or cooperation. Coded themes emerged organically from the
data while being grounded in COPR theory.
All social posts analyzed were related to COVID-19 in some way -- either directly
mentioning the pandemic or relating to virtual events which denote a departure from a normal
academic semester in pre-pandemic times. Posts analyzed relate to the concept of an operational
crisis -- crisis situations with actual or potential disruption to organizational operations”
(Coombs, 2019, p. 4-5). The ongoing nature of the COVID-19 crisis requires Butler University
to continuously communicate with stakeholders impacted by the disruption (Coombs, 2019, p.
5). Therefore, all social posts examined relate to the operational crisis of COVID-19 during the
Fall 2020 semester. The earliest social post analyzed was from Aug. 24, and the latest social post
analyzed was from Nov. 28. Early on in the data collection and analysis process, it became clear
that Blue did not engage in comments often. Therefore, only the initial post itself was examined
during data analysis. Posts were included when they referenced disrupted aspects of the COVIDimpacted semester such as “virtual” or “online.” Posts were also included when Blue
communicated about COVID’s impact explicitly or implicitly.
Artifacts: Physical signage on campus was also sampled and analyzed using the same
criteria and codebook as the social media posts. Examples of codes include voice (institutional or
Blue direct), key publics, calls to action (wear a mask, wash hands, etc.) and symbolic roles
(Blue as Butler community). Again, these codes were used to identify larger patterns and draw
conclusions to answer the research question.
Interviews: Transcripts were analyzed according to the same data analysis approach
identified by Miles, Huberman and Saldana, and the codes remained the same as those used for
social posts and artifacts. Interviews were conducted last so as to not influence the researcher’s
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initial analysis of the external-facing communication. As such, they strengthened the study by
offering a behind-the-scenes access to program strategy. To further bolster credibility, interview
transcripts were analyzed by both the researcher and advisor to add researcher triangulation.
Conclusion Drawing and Verification
Triangulating data collected and analyzed from interviews and artifacts led to rich
answers to the research question. In addition, the researcher discussed findings weekly with an
advisor to ensure accountability while following the methodological outline of Miles, Huberman
and Saldana. Interviewees completed member checks to ensure the accuracy of any quoted
material and to further verify findings drawn from data interpretation. As such, this research
study aimed to further understanding of how Butler utilized its live mascot program as part of its
Fall 2020 semester COVID-19 communication efforts. The next section answers that question
based on the study’s findings.
Findings
The study’s research question asked how, if at all, Butler University utilized its live
mascot program as part of its Fall 2020 semester COVID-19 communication efforts. In response
to that question, three main themes were identified for how Blue was used: First, communication
emphasized Blue’s relationship with mostly student stakeholders during the crisis. Second, Blue
was used as a positive safety and mental health advocate. Finally, Blue was used to foster
community. Each theme is discussed below with sample quotes to help explicate it. Before the
themes are discussed, the major platform for Blue’s voice is identified.
Leveraging a Live Mascot’s Voice
Blue was used most frequently through university social media posts during the Fall 2020
semester. Compared to the static messages using Blue’s image that were communicated via
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physical signage, 72 messages were sent out via social media from or relating to Blue and
COVID-19. Butler’s Senior Marketing Manager discussed the physical availability of Blue on
campus as much lower than desired due to the pandemic. “That, I think, at the end of the day, my
biggest regret will always be, even in a pandemic year, is I wish Blue was the most available
dog.” COVID-safe guidelines were created for interacting with Blue in person on campus, such
as wearing a mask and using hand sanitizer. However, Associate Vice President of Marketing
and Communications for Butler described many in-person events Blue had to cancel due to the
pandemic. “We had to develop specific guidelines for appearance requests. So we took those
Butler COVID protocols, but we had to adapt them to Blue.”
Since Blue was not able to physically be as present for students at events such as sporting
games or meet and greets, he largely interacted with students via social media. “At the end of the
day, that is how this program is run, is social media,” said Butler’s Senior Marketing Manager.
And while social media was the primary method for interacting with students, Blue did not often
interact with comments. His conversational tone was apparent in social captions, but he rarely
communicated individually with comments. However, social media remained the most utilized
method of communication with students during the Fall 2020 semester.
It is also interesting to note the lack of Blue’s utilization on the Butler website. After
examining the Butler homepage, the COVID-19 information page and the Butler Blue specific
page, the only information relevant to COVID-19 came from body text on Blue’s page indicating
Blue’s limited availability for in-person events due to the pandemic. No images of Blue in the
form of infographics, photos or videos were used anywhere on the website in relation to crisis or
risk communication. The poster designs or related messages did not appear on the website.
Similarly, there was no RSS feed featuring Blue’s social media accounts.
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Having described the overall platform use of Blue as part of Butler’s COVID-19
communication during Fall 2020, the rest of the findings describe themes related to Blue’s
communication messages.
Blue as Supportive and Subordinate Student
The first major finding is that Blue’s relationship with students during the Fall 2020
semester was communicated as supportive of the students and subordinate to the institution’s
official voice. Of Blue’s social posts across all three channels, 20/50 were coded as supportive
toward students. Two prominent examples of Blue taking a supportive role were his social posts
immediately following the university’s announcement just one day before classes began that the
first two weeks of instruction were to take place virtually (Appendix A, B). Blue shares student
disappointment, but maintains a sense of optimism: “Well pals, not the first day we were
expecting but we are going to crush it!” Rather than serving as an official announcement of this
timely news, Blue instead took on a supportive stance the next day. He sympathized with
students, acknowledging the disappointment that remote instruction likely brought on while also
adopting an optimistic outlook. Fostering this empathetic relationship with students was also
observed through more tangible means in the form of giveaways and free food (Appendix C, D).
By providing a continuous voice of positivity, Blue took a cooperative stance with students
during the Fall 2020 semester.
Interviews supported this finding. All three interviewees described positioning Blue as
not only a supportive figure for students, but also as a current student himself. By adopting the
role of first-year student during his first year as the official live mascot, Blue was able to
experience the Fall 2020 semester alongside his key stakeholders - current students. The Senior
Marketing Manager elaborated: “I think, Blue is almost a student as well, it seems. He almost
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seems to be on the same level with our students. And the one thing we did plan was we wanted
him to be going through this with everybody.” Because of Blue’s unique timing of entering his
official mascot role at the onset of the pandemic, the mascot program was able to communicate
that he was experiencing his first semester alongside students in an empathetic context. The
Director of Community and Government Relations emphasized this role: “In a lot of instances, I
felt like we were able to position the mascots in a way that could communicate directly to
students and show empathy and compassion.” Similarly, Associate Vice President of Marketing
and Communications for Butler agreed: “We want to make it like he's a first-year student. We try
to position the mascot as a student going through the student experience.” As a student himself,
Blue was in a position during the Fall 2020 semester to support his peers going through the same
COVID-19 experience.
Another key aspect of this finding is that Blue’s voice is subordinate to and different than
that of the main institutional channels. The distinction between Butler University and Butler Blue
was intentional, strategic and easily apparent. The Senior Marketing Manager discussed this
distinction: “Blue is not sharing a single announcement. We had this talk with some of our
higher ups and that Blue is not pushing out the fact that we are going two weeks virtual. The next
day, he will be there for the students and say ‘yep we got this, we're going to handle it,’ but he is
not the one to break that news. And so we really early on drew a very permanent line between
Butler University posts and Butler Blue posts.”
Even on the Butler University institutional channels, Blue was never used to announce
COVID-19 communication. Of BU official posts that referenced Blue across all three channels,
5/11 were still coded as supportive. For example, after Butler announced the two-week virtual
start to the semester, it also reposted Blue’s Zoom backgrounds with a supportive message

Smith 23
(Appendix E). The ability to have multiple voices as one entity (Butler University) is unique,
especially during times of crisis, and allows for room for a more supportive role. “To put out
messages of empathy and to be able to connect with students and talk with them and use the
mascot as a sort of avenue for that sort of communication, it might be awkward for someone else
to do so at the university or just not feasible,” said the Director of Community and Government
Relations. While Blue’s voice is important as a support role, it is subordinate to the more serious
messaging and official messengers via institutional channels.
Additionally, this finding emphasizes students as the primary stakeholder audience for
Blue’s supportive COVID-19 messaging. While Blue’s following on social media is larger than
the total number of current students, “When COVID-19 hit, we became hyper focused on our
student audience, because that was the most important, and still is, during this time,” said the
Director of Community and Government Relations. Blue’s social posts often specifically target
current students with giveaways or instructional crisis communication rather than faculty/staff
(Appendix F, G). The intentional shift to student audiences speaks to the supportive role of Blue
during the Fall 2020 semester.
Blue as Positive Safety and Mental Health Advocate
The second major finding is that Blue served as the positive safety and mental health
advocate for students during the Fall 2020 semester. Social data confirms Blue’s strategic use as
a risk communicator -- advocating for wearing masks, social distancing, washing hands, filling
out health screenings and receiving flu shots. The breakdown of collected social data with Blue
serving as a risk communicator is as follows: 22/50 Blue posts coded as “risk comm,” 5/11 BU
posts coded as “risk comm,” 7/7 BUBeWell posts coded as “risk comm” and 2/2 SGA posts
coded as “risk comm.” In addition, both artifacts on campus took strong risk communication
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stances, directly telling students rules and methods for mitigating the spread of COVID-19
(Appendix H, I). Similarly, data confirm Blue’s strategic use as a crisis communicator -providing instructional information for Butler guidelines, safety procedures and adjusting to help
cope with times of uncertainty. The breakdown of collected social data with Blue serving as a
crisis communicator is as follows: 21/50 Blue posts coded as “crisis comm,” 5/11 BU posts
coded as “crisis comm,” 7/7 BuBeWell posts coded as “crisis comm” and 2/2 SGA posts coded
as “crisis comm.” Both campus artifacts were also coded as crisis communication, providing
instructional information for Butler’s safety guidelines.
The ambassador role of Blue was emphasized throughout all three interviews. Butler’s
Senior Marketing Manager stated: “He is an advocate for health and safety practices, he's just not
the announcement. Blue’s official stance is if there is anything I can do to possibly help
somebody be healthy, he’s going to do that.” Again drawing the line between university and
mascot communication, Blue’s role was to serve as an example of health and safety best
practices. The highest level marketing management even described that the primary goal was not
to use Blue often in relation to COVID-19 specific communication: “We had to use them
occasionally as a good example of a Butler bulldog, adhering to social distancing, mask usage,
etc. But it's interesting because we tried strategically to keep that to a minimum and have the
majority of those updates for health and safety go through the Butler University account rather
than the mascot account.” While Blue served as an example of a student following best safety
guidelines and Butler protocol, his primary responsibility during the pandemic was to be a
mental health and positivity ambassador.
“Any opportunity for Blue to cheer somebody up or push for people to have good days, I
wanted him to be that for somebody,” said the Senior Marketing Manager. Emphasis on Blue
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bringing smiles to the faces of his followers was consistent across all three interviews, while also
acknowledging the more difficult role of mental health in a pandemic. “In times like COVID, I
also hope that they [live mascots] sort of represent a sense of resilience and perseverance and
strength and compassion and empathy and authenticity. Because while I want us all to be
resilient and strong and able to get through this, I also want to acknowledge that it's not easy, and
there are times when we all break down. And that's okay. That's still part of demonstrating
strength. And so I think that's what we tried to embody is that sort of presence,” said the Director
of Community and Government Relations. Blue’s social posts support this finding. For example,
on AT HOMEcoming, Blue acknowledged the difficulty of not being able to celebrate in person
on campus. However, he also attempted to lift spirits by, “holding down the fort here while you
celebrate at your own Dawghouse” (Appendix J). The balancing act of health advocate and
mental health advocate is complimented by Blue’s empathetic tone and positioning as a fellow
student described in the first finding. Because of his primary mission to bring smiles to his
followers, Blue served as an emotional support dog for students (even virtually).
Blue as Leverage to Foster Community
The third major finding is that a primary use of Blue during the Fall 2020 semester was to
foster a sense of community among Butler students. Similar to Blue as an ambassador for safety
practices and mental health, this theme expands on his role as a community-builder. In a remote
and hybrid environment, Blue served as a means to boost morale and connect students with one
another and the larger Butler community -- even if through a screen. Social data further breaks
out this role as community-builder: 29/50 Blue social posts were coded as “community
building,” 7/11 BU official posts were coded as “community building,” 2/8 BUBeWell posts
were coded as “community building” and 2/2 SGA posts were coded as “community building.”

Smith 26
Both artifacts also symbolize Blue as the larger Butler community, but they do so in a more
authoritative manner rather than in a morale-boosting one (Appendix H, I). For example, one
artifact features an image of Blue accompanied with the copy: “Sit. Stay. And please practice
social distancing while using this outdoor space.” Blue is used as a symbol of the Butler
community making a commitment to one another. A video posted on SGA’s social channels
exemplifies the role of Blue as a community-builder and representative of the Butler community
(Appendix K). As Blue walks through COVID-19 protocols on campus, he returns to his role as
a current student himself. He fosters a sense of “in this together” by showing how easy and
important it is to stay safe for one another. As an ally, Blue encourages students to protect
themselves and each other in an effort to keep the Fall 2020 experience as normal as possible.
Blue also fosters community through giveaways, such as stickers and breadsticks (Appendix L,
M). Students are given calls to action to safely see one another and are encouraged to keep
morale high.
“The mascots played a big role in connection. And the administration and others were
looking to us, especially to be like, ‘You know our students are struggling. They really desire
connection. They're able to do their schoolwork. They're able to get done what they need to get
done, but they need connection. Can you provide them with that?’ And we were like, ‘We think
we can, we'll do our best,’ and so that's what we did,” said the Director of Community and
Government Relations. As COVID-19 altered the landscape for human interaction, a sense of
community was greatly lost. Butler’s Senior Marketing Manager explained the importance of
community: “All of a sudden, all the students’ sense of community just disappeared. I mean,
people go to Butler because of the community. That's the biggest reason people come here.” The
strategic role of the live mascot program was to regain a sense of the community for Butler
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students. “I think our presence even remotely and digitally in a live fashion gave them a sense of
normalcy and comfort,” said the Director of Community and Government Relations.
Summary
After triangulating data from campus artifacts, social media posts and organizational
interviews, three major findings were developed. Blue’s relationship with his primary
stakeholders (students) during the Fall 2020 semester was one of support, but it was also one of
subordination to more institutional messages. Since Blue himself was positioned as a current
student, he was able to empathize with students without being the bearer of bad news. Blue was
also used as a positive safety and mental health advocate. As an ambassador of COVID-19 best
practices and mental care, Blue set the example for coping during a very uncertain time. Finally,
Blue was used as leverage to foster a sense of community during a period in which togetherness
had to be largely virtual. By symbolically bringing Butler together as one, Blue served as a way
to boost morale and maintain connection to the university. Overall, Blue was mostly utilized via
social media to accomplish these three major roles.
Discussion
Based on the findings above, several theoretical and practical insights can be formed
about how universities mitigate crises with live mascot voices. Each of these areas will be
discussed with connections to the literature and findings.
COPR Lens for Relational Role
The findings above connected and expanded on the theoretical framework of COPR
discussed in the literature review. Blue as a supportive figure for current students aligns with the
cooperation relationship standpoint outlined by Cheng (Cheng, 2018). Rather than favorably
advocating for Butler, Blue primarily supported students and empathized with them during the
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Fall 2020 semester. However, unlike in Cheng’s previous studies, this particular research sheds
light on the impact of one institution having multiple voices and differing relationships with
stakeholders.
COPR is built around the idea of a formal institutional voice engaging with stakeholders
(Cheng, 2018). While the official institutional voice is much more firmly planted in the favorable
advocacy role, Butler University was able to utilize its live mascot program to uniquely engage
with stakeholders on a cooperative, supportive level. Not only are relationships dynamic against
changing contextual backdrops, but they also vary even among a brand itself, especially during
volatile times of crisis. Therefore, the relational roles for an organization can fall along a
spectrum -- an institutional voice can be more conflicting, while it can simultaneously be
balanced with a supportive voice. At all times, the public has a constant cooperating, positive
relationship with an element of the organization -- in this case, Butler University with Blue.
It is interesting to note that only one social post out of 72 examined aligned with the
COPR relational behavior of soliciting feedback. While under the umbrella of cooperative
relationships, only one Twitter post from Butler University’s official channel directly asked for
student participation and feedback. Best practices for social media usage point to the dialogic
and conversational nature of the medium which encourages relationship building (Constantinides
& Zinck, 2011). However, the vast majority of social posts coming from or relating to Butler
Blue did not spark conversation, nor did Blue interact with the majority of comments left on his
posts. In terms of establishing a mutual relationship, much of the content analyzed from Blue
was one-sided rather than mutually engaging. According to COPR theory, Blue’s lack of
engagement back with stakeholders is a missed opportunity for relationship-building. During
dynamic times, organizations must foster interactive relationships with stakeholders to provide
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mutual benefit. In the future, Butler University and other institutions with live mascots should
consider the possibilities of more conversational engagement via social media as a method of
building relationships.
Anthropomorphism in Crisis
The ability to empathize with stakeholders in a supportive role during a crisis has recently
been explored in scholarly studies. While most crisis outreach has historically been centered
around protecting a brand’s reputation, it is becoming increasingly important to adopt an ‘ethics
of care’ and victim-based approach to responding to uncertain times (Jong & Brataas, 2021). An
ethics of care approach emphasizes expressing sympathy to those affected by crisis, as well as
providing efficacy for positive action and connection to others (Jong & Brataas, 2021). Blue’s
strategic use as an ambassador for students both in terms of safety and mental health speaks to
the more compassionate-centered crisis communication emerging in academia, and directly
relates to the supportive relationship outlined by Cheng (2018) in his theory of COPR.
Blue’s empathetic relationship with current students fell in line with how to best use live
mascots in times of crisis. Positioned as a first-year student himself, Blue was ascribed human
characteristics that opened doors for more engaging relationships that fostered a sense of
affiliation and community with Butler University (Schultz & Sheffer, 2018). Since the
relationship with students was built prior to the COVID-19 crisis through years of a live mascot
program, Butler University was able to use Blue as a way to quickly acquire trust with its
stakeholders (Bennett & Thompson, 2016). Because Blue engaged in stories and developed a
strong anthropomorphic personality, he was able to foster empathetic connections through his
unique voice (Bennett & Thompson, 2016).
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From a risk and crisis communication perspective, Blue provided both adjusting
information rather and instructive information. As identified by Sturges (1994), the role of
adjusting information is to help stakeholders cope with uncertainty, while instructive information
provides more specific directions for actionable steps. In his supportive ambassador position,
Blue oftentimes provided optimism and encouragement to current students living through the
COVID-19 moment. While Blue did address more specific instructional Butler protocols (i.e.,
wear a mask, complete daily health screening), his primary communication role manifested as an
emotional support animal (i.e., providing fun Zoom backgrounds for virtual learning).
Practical Implications
Several recommendations can be offered to higher education institutions with live
mascots based on this study. First, it is important to establish a unique voice and personality for
the mascot separate than that of the institution. The ability of animals to empathize with students
on a more personal level than that of the official university offers a way to provide a voice of
compassion during crisis. This supportive relationship is essential for maintaining community
and connection with key stakeholders. In addition, this relationship must be built in advance to a
crisis situation. Tapping into already gained trust is essential during times of uncertainty and
change. Second, social media use for live mascots is imperative - and even more important when
a health crisis limits the animal and handler’s ability to safely engage in person. This
conversational method of engaging with audiences provides opportunities for feedback and
dynamic, real-time communication -- and this aspect of social media was under-utilized by
Butler during the Fall 2020 semester. Finally, Butler demonstrated how live mascots can take a
subordinate role to the institution as a means to maintain positive relationships with stakeholders.
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While the mascot can be there to support and empathize, live mascots can allow the institutional
voice to communicate the conflictual information such as suspension of in-person classes.
Strengths & Limitations
Based on the findings and discussion, this case study shows ways universities can best
communicate with stakeholders during times of crisis. It is especially significant for universities
with live mascot programs, but findings may also transfer to higher education institutions for
social media practices, the value of utilizing COPR theory during crisis, relationship marketing
strategies, anthropomorphism, etc. The study was not without limitations. The findings and
discussion offer non-generalizable, but potentially transferable, theoretical and practical
implications for further study within relationship marketing and management for universities and
other potential entities related to anthropomorphic uses of live mascots within a crisis context.
Limitations of the study include a single case study and small amount of data. Ideally,
this study could be conducted on a larger scale by comparing multiple university live mascot
programs with one another to examine best practices. Additionally, since the theory emphasizes
two-way communication, obtaining interviews from non-organizational perspectives (students or
other publics who engage with the mascot such as parents or alumni) in future studies would
provide valuable insight into how the program was perceived by stakeholders. Furthermore,
closer documentation and examination of comments on social posts may have uncovered more of
a dialogic relationship than was observed upon initial data collection. Finally, the crisis itself is
unprecedented due to its ongoing and all-inclusive nature. Previous crisis studies are more
focused on a singular crisis event rather than a global health crisis spanning beyond a year,
which makes application of past theories more difficult.

Smith 32
However, this study also possesses many strengths. The ability to analyze both externally
facing communication compared against behind-the-scenes access to the organizational teams
and strategic plans offers a wealth of findings that provide valuable recommendations to higher
education institutions. The study is also the first of its kind to analyze live mascot
communication during crisis -- either from a higher education perspective or a brand perspective.
Other organizations that use live mascots such as sports teams may also find the study’s social
media and relationship-building best practices transferrable.
Conclusion
Live mascots can offer a compassionate, empathetic perspective in times of crisis that
differs from a more authoritative institutional voice. This opens up opportunities for engaging
with stakeholders positively during periods of uncertainty by serving in a supportive role. In the
Fall 2020 semester, Butler University utilized its live mascot program to take on an ambassador
role for safety as well as mental health. While not serving as a megaphone for bad news, Blue
was there to pick students back up the next day as he identified as a first-year student himself.
This offered an opportunity for community building and solidarity among the student body not
offered by the university itself. Other higher education institutions and brands with live mascots
can utilize these findings for best practices on how to navigate supportive relationships during
times of crisis.
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